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Surging concern about climate change, terrorism, and financial crises in the past decade 
has underscored the relevance of governance systems that transcend jurisdictional 
boundaries and institutional barriers. With the spread of democratization, these systems 
are now under increasing pressure to accommodate multiple stakeholders in both policy 
development and service delivery. The polycentricity literature has been used to examine 
collective action within certain types of such systems. However, there is scope for further 
theoretical refinement through the systematic incorporation of agenda setting, the first 
stage of the policy cycle as defined in the literature (Lasswell 1956; Howlett, Ramesh, and 
Perl 1995). Applying Real-Dato’s (2009) synthetic framework for literature evaluation, this 
study identifies complementarities and divergences between polycentricity and agenda 
setting, making the case for an analytical approach that combines both. The paper begins 
by proposing a consensus definition of agenda setting that can be used to test for coverage 
in the polycentricity literature. It then overlays theories representing each: Kingdon’s 
(1995) multiple streams for agenda setting, and Ostrom’s (2007) IAD framework for 
polycentricity. Finally, the combined framework is used to explore two case studies of 
grassroots environmental activism in polycentric situations, each having characteristics 
that test the explanatory capacity of polycentricity, agenda setting, and the combination 
thereof. This comparison traces the progress of agendas through the institutional ecology, 
linking governance structure with policy change. This paper’s contribution is theoretical 
novelty from a methodical synthesis of related literatures, and it intends to prompt further 
discussion about innovative governance models informed by theoretical integration. 
 








Policy development is now occurring in environments of increasing political, social, 
and cultural fragmentation. The efficacy and resilience of legacy governance systems are 
being tested by devolution, democratization, and global challenges (e.g. climate change, 
terrorism, and financial crises). Polycentricity, conceptualized and empirically tested by 
scholars since the mid-20
th
 century, is increasingly common in fragmented and multi-
layered governance systems. The concept broadly refers to the institutionally-bound self-
ordering of independent actors around a shared interest, often in the context of common 
pool resource management. Scholarly coherence and standard practice regarding 
polycentricity has room to develop, due in part to polycentricity’s conceptual breadth, 
contextual variety, and interactions with new scholarship.  
This paper’s problematic is that the polycentricity literature, including research by 
the Ostroms and other New Institutional Economics scholars, has an opportunity to more 
robustly address agenda setting, a pre-decisional stage of the policy development cycle. 
The hypothesis is that a systematic consideration of agenda setting – as incorporated into 
this paper’s theoretical synthesis through Kingdon’s multiple streams approach – enables 
polycentricity to more fully explain issue flow from the grassroots level through the policy 
cycle. As the initial policy cycle stage, agenda setting can lend depth and complexity to 
polycentricity studies by introducing a dynamic policy development dimension to a 
framework that focuses on institutional structures and stakeholder relationships. In 
establishing the relevance to polycentricity of early-stage policy cycle theories such as 
agenda setting, this paper also builds a foundation for future studies about the potential 
importance of later policy cycle stages (decisional and post-decisional) to polycentricity.   
The methodology of this paper follows Real-Dato’s framework for literature 
analysis (2009), which proposes a threefold approach to theoretical synthesis: identifying 
the shortcomings of each theory, articulating their complementarities, and examining how 
they treat the same applied issue. The first two of these tasks comprise this paper’s 
theoretical analysis, while the third is used for the case analysis. The theoretical analysis 
begins with a review of how agenda setting is addressed in the polycentricity literature, 
followed by an application of Kingdon’s agenda setting framework (multiple streams) to 
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polycentricity as understood through Ostrom’s (2007) IAD framework. This exercise 
recognizes agenda setting and polycentricity as complementary analytical approaches for 
studies of policy development.  
To conclude the paper, a combined framework is tested in a comparative case study 
of how environmental agendas are developed and advanced within a polycentric structure. 
In the first case, a grassroots agenda is filtered “upwards” and makes its intended impact on 
policy development, accommodated along the policy development path by governance 
structures that incorporate stakeholder interests and institutionalize collaborative processes. 
This case is compared to a second, in which a similar agenda fails to receive serious and 
consistent legislative attention; this case highlights the shortcomings of a polycentric 
environment that is malfunctional and possesses little institutional or legal effect. The 
findings from this conceptual synthesis support a revised analytical framework that not only 
expands theoretical frontiers but also has instructive value for governance practice. 
Literature Review 
Overview 
This literature review is in three parts. The first reviews definitions of agenda 
setting in search of a general consensus. This is a broad sweep that covers seminal works 
such as those of Kingdon, Birkland, Cobb et al., Green-Pederson and Mortensen, and 
Howlett et al. The objective is not a comprehensive account of the literature, but a review 
sufficient to derive a robust, defensible definition of agenda setting that can be used to test 
for coverage in polycentricity literature. The second part reviews the polycentricity 
literature for references to agenda setting as defined by the first review. Both explicit and 
implicit references are explored, and the results compared. To manage scope, the second 
review focuses on the New Institutional Economics literature, examining definitive 
scholarly contributions about polycentricity. Literature applying existing definitions of 
polycentricity to new contexts does not receive coverage, as it is more relevant to 
application than to theory. Polycentricity is also addressed in other bodies of literature 
including urban planning and public administration, but these are beyond the scope of this 
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policy-oriented study. The final part is a review of literature addressing both agenda setting 
and polycentricity concurrently.   
Review 1: Definition of Agenda Setting 
 This first review establishes an operable definition of agenda setting and its relevant 
dimensions. This definition is derived from a broad sweep examining formative articles 
about the policy process. Lasswell’s (1956) early exploration of policy development stages 
established a time-oriented analytical dimension that occupied the policy literature for 
decades thereafter. Cobb et al. (1976) later proposed a definition of agenda building as the 
“process by which demands of various groups in the population are translated into items 
vying for the serious attention of public officials.” The authors outline a specific set of 
conditions for the success of an agenda, including receipt of broader attention, necessity for 
action, and relevance to the policy domain of a particular government unit. Concepts of 
intuition, specification, expansion, and entrance occupy a sequence-based model for 
advancing “external” initiatives. This chronological element serves the policy cycle 
theories later described by Howlett et al. (1995). In his article about incremental 
policymaking, Lindblom (1959) addresses the concept of partisan mutual adjustment, an 
agenda setting process whereby individuals coordinate without a central organizing 
mechanism, dominant purpose, or rules governing interaction. This relates to the concept of 
self-ordered polycentricity advanced by New Institutional Economics scholars. Cobb 
(1983) describes a model in which advocacy groups advance their interests from the 
systemic agenda (collection of all policy ideas) to the institutional agenda (policies under 
direct consideration by a government). This early research moves the literature towards 
exploring the power of agendas within larger governance processes, establishing a basis on 
which scholars can measure and understand the progress of agendas through policy 
development systems. 
Two articles by Baumgartner and Jones more tightly frame the concept of agenda 
setting. The first explores the notion of policy subsystems in “pluralist” environments 
(1991), a potentially critical link between agenda setting and polycentricity. The second 
explores the impact of issue awareness on the negative public perception of current policies 
(1993). This speaks to advancement strategies through the creation of urgency. Kingdon 
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(1995) extends this concept in his work on policy windows, described as opportunities for 
interest groups to advance policy interests into the formal government agenda. Kingdon’s 
concept of multiple streams – problem, politics, and policy – explains how the convergence 
of issue dimensions and socio-political context creates agenda visibility within a policy 
window.  
Abrupt policy changes often serve as useful cases to study the movement of an 
agenda from one level of interest to another (e.g. interest group activism to formal 
legislative consideration). Birkland (1998) draws attention to focusing events as a 
dimension of agenda setting, describing a process in which momentary awareness and the 
resulting urgency precipitates an abrupt policy change that transcends the status-quo. 
Howlett (1998) describes the movement of an agenda from the social to the official level, 
arguing that earlier models focusing on power dynamics and political influence have more 
recently deferred to alternatives where “boundary-spanning” entities set agendas. This 
concept is relevant to polycentricity in that it describes a collaborative rather than 
authoritative process. In a later piece, Birkland (2007) defines agenda setting as the 
“process by which problems and alternative solutions gain or lose public and elite 
attention.” Birkland conceptualizes the movement of an agenda from formation to decision, 
including agendas that are relevant beyond the interest group and government levels. 
Finally, Green-Pedersen and Mortensen (2013) reference the increasing influence of 
attention dynamics, party competition, political institutions, and public opinion on agendas 
for policy change. As determined from this review, varying degrees of success in agenda 
setting – particularly the visibility of interests – can be partially explained by power 
dynamics, public perceptions, institutional and governance design, and organizational 
capacity of advocacy groups. 
This study proposes the following definition of agenda setting: the process by which 
interested parties advance a policy initiative to legislative consideration. This active-voice 
definition attributes agency to a particular actor (“interested parties”) in order to focus the 
discussion not only on policy and process, but on the behaviors and characteristics of policy 
advocates in a contested environment. This definitional approach accommodates a 
dimension of agenda setting that may be overlooked by passive-voice definitions that use 
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phrases like “are translated” or “are elevated” and often fail to consider actors. This is an 
important distinction in this paper’s theoretical and case applications of agenda setting to 
institutional studies and polycentricity.  
Review 2: Polycentricity in the Agenda Setting Literature 
The second review searches the polycentricity literature for references to agenda 
setting as defined by the first review. Having evolved since the mid-20
th
 century, 
polycentricity literature is built on the foundational contributions of Polanyi (individual 
interest in pursuit of a common goal), Tiebout (market-based ordering of interests), and V. 
Ostrom (response of informal institutions to market and government failures). McGinnis 
has added to this literature by applying theories of markets and competition to 
polycentricity, while case studies of common pool resource management have explored 
polycentricity’s empirical dimensions (e.g. Koontz, Araral, Imperial and Yandal, and 
Heikkila). 
In his seminal piece, Polanyi (1951) describes the process by which agendas are 
implicitly set in the scientific community, where the pursuit of individual research interests 
leads to a mutually-ordered outcome at the collective scale. Although his piece describes a 
polycentric environment where agendas emerge endogenously, the specifics of agenda 
setting are incompletely addressed and could be more robustly examined by relating 
governance structure to agenda flow. Tiebout (1956) introduces the concept of the citizen 
voter, residents who “vote with their feet” by relocating to municipalities with policy 
environments suiting their individual preferences. In this regard, agenda setting is implicitly 
driven by a market-ordered model, with collective but uncoordinated action of the sort 
identified by Polanyi. V. Ostrom et al. (1961) examine polycentricity in a metropolitan 
context, where centralized governance structures are often weak. Independent bodies – both 
formal and informal – mobilize to address problems, as individual jurisdictions balance 
their own interests with those of sub-groups in a larger sphere. This model, however, 
focuses largely on the operational mandates of urban planning and city management (e.g. 
services and utilities). Agenda setting, as initiated by informal sub-groups, receives little 
attention. With the emergence of a parallel literature about network governance, 
polycentricity literature has more recently turned towards collective actor agency. Batten 
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(1995) compares network cities to inter-firm networks and their cooperative mechanisms. 
His study focuses on institutionalized collaboration in Randstad, Netherlands and Kyoto, 
Japan, both identified as “creative urban agglomerations.” This piece illustrates the 
institutionally transcendent potential of networks in studying how agenda setting occurs 
among loosely coordinated actors in a dynamic urban system.  
Recent scholarship has also considered the finer points of scale and structure among 
varied polycentric systems, introducing analytical dimensions that are relevant to agenda 
setting. Nevertheless, few such studies explicitly address this link. V. Ostrom (1999) 
identifies the ordering of relationships in a fragmented metropolitan governance 
environment as a “principal source of institutional failure.” His contention is that 
polycentric systems are not always efficient, and that systems should be scaled to the 
problems they address. This descriptive analysis of institutional complexity is useful for 
understanding structural differences between mono- and polycentric structures. However, 
the study can benefit from the introduction of agenda setting to examine which system 
better accommodates agenda flow and expressions of social choice by formal and informal 
interest groups, which can be measurements of institutional performance. McGinnis and E. 
Ostrom (2012) examine purpose-specific jurisdictions spanning political boundaries, 
focusing on collaboration between citizens and officials. An explicit consideration of 
agenda setting could enrich this study by illuminating how groups in fragmented 
governance environments rally around a specific purpose within institutional parameters; 
this issue is implied but deserves more systematic analysis. Andereis and Janssen (2013) 
study socio-ecological systems in relation to public policy, concluding that environmental 
challenges call for cross-boundary jurisdictions. Agenda setting is not specifically 
addressed, but the concept can help illuminate how multi-jurisdictional challenges are 
recognized, problematized, and addressed. The notion of agenda setting fits with emerging 
studies of institutional complexity, and an explicit recognition of this variable may add 
rigor to empirical studies.  
Finally, deserving mention in such studies is the concept of bounded autonomy, 
which describes how collective goals can be achieved through the self-serving actions of 
autonomous individuals operating within institutional parameters (Araral & Hartley, 2013). 
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Araral and Hartley argue that polycentricity studies should recognize the concept of a 
complex society (or V. Ostrom’s compound republic) as reflected in heightened diversity – 
cultural, social, and economic – in many jurisdictions. According to the authors, more 
sophisticated governance systems are emerging to accommodate structural economic and 
political reform, further empowering autonomous individuals and advocacy groups. 
Additionally, collaborative flexibility reinforces the capacity of such systems to address 
cross-boundary “black swan” challenges. For example, literature about climate change 
governance often emphasizes agenda setting in a neo-Gramscian context, stressing agency 
as much as structure (Okereke, Bulkeley, & Schroeder, 2009). This elevates the relevance 
of agenda studies in focusing on the characteristics of individual actors. 
The concept of polycentricity implies coordination around an agenda rather than a 
single, authoritative body. This justifies efforts to explore its treatment of agenda setting. 
Some polycentricity studies refer broadly to policymaking, but only to the degree that 
polycentric structure enables collaboration. The New Institutional Economics literature has 
focused quite helpfully on the role of formal and informal institutions in the context of self-
ordering to pursue of common objectives. However, the dynamics, strategies, and efficacy 
of agenda setting in polycentric environments are scantily researched. The discipline’s 
conceptual dead-reckoning has led to step-gains in theory, but misses the transformative 
potential of synthesizing a parallel body of research such as agenda setting. The strength of 
agenda setting is its consideration of a formative process within the policy cycle, and these 
dynamics are fundamental to understanding institutional choice and policy change. The 
polycentricity literature cannot be faulted for overlooking the temporal elements that policy 
process theories typically address. However, polycentricity scholarship suffers from a 
general absence of explicit references to agenda setting, and this may be a considerable 
limitation for studies that apply polycentricity to the dynamic political, social, and cultural 
environments of the modern era. This review has therefore revealed a largely unexploited 
opportunity to complexify institutional studies.  
Review 3: Literature Addressing both Agenda Setting and Polycentricity 
Before concluding that polycentricity literature fails to address agenda setting, it is 
necessary to examine research that combines both. Although such efforts come from a 
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variety of literatures, their frameworks and applications provide lessons for integrating both 
concepts. Nevertheless, consensus use of a synthesis of polycentricity and agenda setting is 
absent. Richardson and Jensen (2000) examine institutional conflicts in the introduction of 
the European Spatial Development Perspective, a non-binding agreement to address 
sustainable planning through reformed policy frameworks. The case describes a battle 
between top-down policy initiatives and autonomous state interests, with the development 
framework shaped by power relations and ideology; this underscores the relevance of 
agenda setting in explaining cooperative efforts. Richardson and Jensen’s study makes 
progress towards an integrated approach to agenda setting and polycentricity, focusing on 
interaction between the whole and the part in policy development. However, it is not a 
sophisticated theoretical examination of the problematic in this paper; descriptions of the 
conceptual complementarity between agenda setting and polycentricity service an unrelated 
point, namely that economic competitiveness is prioritized over environmental 
sustainability in the spatial planning process. Peters (2003) focuses on discourse analysis 
and its impact on policymaking, examining the power of converging interests to engender 
cohesion. His work indirectly links polycentric environments with agenda setting in the 
context of imbalanced regional-local power dynamics. The case – transport planning in the 
EU – addresses policymaking in a polycentric environment, but there is little mention of 
how individual actors advance agendas. Similarly, Parr (2004) examines multi-level 
governance structures in the context of polycentric urban regions, focusing on the ability of 
such structures to facilitate policy interventions. Although Parr recognizes the empirical 
challenge of polycentricity’s definitional ambiguity, the study could be extended by 
examining how individual actors (citizens, organizations, and local governments) mobilize 
to advance their interests in the policymaking process. In another study of polycentric urban 
regions, Meijers (2007) finds institutional synergy in the “complex interplay between 
macro-level conditions and micro-level rationales.” Micro-level actors, often external to 
government, are driven by individual interest. Although the study identifies different types 
of agendas among actors in a polycentric environment, there is little explicit mention of the 
agenda setting process. Kauneckis (2009) argues that polycentricity enhances the 
understanding of how individual states coordinate and compete for innovation investment. 
This study addresses how the structure of a polycentric system can enable the process of 
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agenda setting. However, the agenda setting dimension is neither modeled nor methodically 
analyzed in a way that the agenda setting literature proposes. Finally, Burger and Meijers 
(2011) establish a distinction between morphological (spatial) and functional (institutional) 
polycentricity, focusing on “territorial cohesion” policy and its reflection of the size of and 
relationship dynamics among constituent units in a collaborative system. While this study 
helps to bridge the literature gap between agenda setting and polycentricity by 
conceptualizing policy-oriented rather than spatially-oriented governance structures, 
specific mention of agenda setting is absent. 
Few articles contain explicit references to agenda setting and polycentricity that are 
relevant to this paper, and where present such references unsystematically address elements 
of one within the other. This may be attributable to the focus of authors on only tangentially 
related issues, as studies explore the interaction between agenda setting and polycentricity 
only to the extent that it supports an argument. Furthermore, in these works the term 
“policy” most often refers to the strategies governments use to develop polycentric regions 
and governance structures; this type of intervention rarely emerges from non-government 
or non-corporate actors and is therefore an incomplete expression of polycentricity as 
proposed in the formative institutional literature. Of interest to this paper are policies that 
originate at the grassroots level. These articles study theoretical situations in which the 
interaction between agenda setting and polycentricity has room for development, but this 
has not been recognized or exploited by most authors. 
Theoretical application 
This literature review has revealed a lack of robust scholarly convergence between 
agenda setting and polycentricity. While there is some conceptual overlap, it is often 
implicit and fails to establish a case for the theoretical potential of a combined framework. 
Therefore, this paper continues with the application of one concept to the other, using an 
iconic theory representing each. The two theories are definitive contributions in their 
respective fields, and are applied here to attract scholarly attention and develop research 
momentum. The following theoretical application proposes a solution to the literature gap 
that combines Kingdon’s multiple streams approach and E. Ostrom’s IAD framework. This 
theoretical application is modeled after Real-Dato’s (2009) synthetic approach to 
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combining literatures, which focuses on identifying common and divergent elements in 
order to advance theory. This section first describes the main points of each and how they 
relate to the concepts they respectively represent. It then examines overlap between the 
two, including parallel terminology and the common meanings behind it. It concludes by 
identifying what each can add to the other, and what a combined framework should 
address. 
Kingdon’s multiple streams approach explains how a confluence of factors 
advances an agenda at the early stages of the policy cycle. These are classified into three 
streams. The problem stream describes the means by which issues capture attention. These 
include monitoring indicators, dramatic “focusing” events, and feedback from continuing 
programs. The policy stream comprises proposed solutions emerging from specialist 
communities and other interested parties, with “floating” ideas awaiting a policy window. 
The politics stream includes the political conditions and actors surrounding an issue, and 
describes the impact of national mood, administrative turnover, and territoriality on agenda 
setting.  
The IAD framework (Polski and Ostrom 1999) analyzes institutions, including 
rules, norms, and common interests, to contextualize a variety of formal and informal 
governance arrangements. This framework describes an action arena in which players are 
defined by their resources, degree of power and control, and capacity to process 
information. Factors defining the action arena include institutions, community 
characteristics, and attributes of the physical environment, and the framework focuses on 
operational, constitutional, and collective-choice levels of analysis. The strength of the IAD 
framework is that it captures a snapshot of the conditions that influence the policy process, 
and goes beyond formal structures to account for actors’ preferences and values. 
In service to limited scope, this synthesis focuses on the crisis-based impetus for the 
emergence of polycentric governance structures. The same focus is used for the case study. 
Kingdon’s problem stream and its focus on visibility best relates to this study of how 
agenda setting can complement polycentricity. Within this, Kingdon’s concept of focusing 
events (general crises or symbolic episodes) and indicators (insidious problems such as 
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traffic and pollution) explain the process behind the formation of issue-specific governance 
structures and their functionality in the IAD action arena. 
This synthesis progresses by identifying overlaps between the frameworks of 
Kingdon and Ostrom in two fundamental dimensions: communities and institutional 
diversity. First, Kingdon’s concept of policy communities resembles that of institutional 
actors as defined by the IAD framework. It is also similar to Andereis and Janssen’s (2013) 
modules and Heclo’s issue networks (1978). The concept of policy communities can be used 
to explain the behavior of actors in polycentric systems, including those analyzed by IAD 
framework-based studies of common resource pool management (see Araral 2009). 
Through this exercise, Kingdon’s policy communities can be modified from its original 
concept (comprising dedicated “specialists”) to encompass actors who collaboratively 
define and advance agendas. This reflects the IAD’s concept of players with varying 
information processing capacity and situational power. Second, Kindgon’s concept of 
fragmentation (within or outside the policy community) can be applied to institutionally 
diverse environments, putting the “poly” in polycentric. In some cases, a structural anchor 
counterbalances fragmentation, exhibiting how polycentric systems accommodate a 
specific and urgent agenda item (e.g. climate change or environmental resource 
management) within a political milieu of diverse ideologies and interests.  
To the IAD framework, the multiple streams approach (Figure 1) adds a policy 
dimension at the agenda setting stage, describing the dynamic process by which advocacy 
groups problematize, develop, and advance their interests. This complements institutional 
analysis for polycentricity because it adds methodological rigor in studying how actors 
collectively mobilize. Agenda setting situates policy development within the constellation 
of political and social forces that define institutional structure, underscoring its relevance to 
polycentricity. It also illuminates how new ideas flow through the policy system within that 
structure. Understanding these dynamics may help IAD scholars identify constraints to the 
efficacy and endurance of issue-specific governance structures, especially within a 
collective choice level of analysis. Agenda setting also addresses the impacts of perceptions 
held by peripheral actors and the power of crisis events to capture attention and precipitate 
policy change. This improves how the IAD framework treats “floating ideas” and the 
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exploitation of policy windows. Given that many empirical studies of polycentricity focus 
on common pool resource management, Kingdon’s focusing event concept can be applied 
where environmental degradation and climate change necessitate policy intervention. 
Figure 1: Features of the Multiple Streams framework (Kingdon and Thurber 1984) 
 
Likewise, the IAD framework (Figure 2) complements agenda setting by situating 
the policy process within a structured political and institutional context. According to E. 
Ostrom, the IAD framework provides a “common meta-theoretical language for analyzing 
and testing hypotheses about behavior in diverse situations at multiple levels of analysis” 
(Ostrom E. , 2007). As such, the framework adds a systematic assessment of player and 
actor characteristics, defines the institutional and interactive environment for agenda 
setting, and frames the analysis using an internally consistent logic and terminology. For 
example, the IAD framework contextualizes the evolving dynamics of Kingdon’s politics 
stream – characterized by administrative and political turnover – within an institutional 
analytic that describes actor positions and decisionmaking processes. Additionally, the 
frequent recalibration of dynamics that accompanies such turnover can be understood 
through the IAD’s analysis of player characteristics at the formal constitutional and 
informal levels. The framework’s comprehensive evaluation of the action arena, including 
rules and norms, provides an institutional backdrop for Kingdon’s process-oriented 
explanation of agenda flow within the policy cycle. 
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Figure 2: Features of the IAD framework (Polski and Ostrom 1999) 
 
Figure 3 represents the dimension of the IAD in which agenda setting can be 
incorporated. This necessarily transforms the IAD from a static inventory of institutional 
characteristics into a dynamic model of agenda flow, captured in the action arena as a 
mechanism that sets interactions into motion.  
Figure 4 outlines several areas of terminological complementarity between the 
multiple streams approach and IAD framework. The purpose of this exercise is to further 
establish support for a theoretical synthesis, first by illustrating that the two frameworks are 
addressing similar theoretical problems using similar terminology, and second by 
identifying where the IAD framework is incomplete. Specifically, the overlap exercise 
highlights the IAD’s lack of clarity about agenda setting, the pre-formulation of policy 
initiatives, and policy influences. These three dimensions of analysis speak primarily to the 
issue of how agenda items are elevated to the level of policy consideration. This is a critical 
link in applying the IAD to a wider variety of policy development situations than has 
previously been done (e.g. common pool resources). In so doing, this paper argues that this 
synthesis reveals a vehicle through which the IAD framework can be more broadly applied, 
particularly to describe the dynamic elements of more formal policy processes found in 
local and national governments exhibiting democratic characteristics. 
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Figure 3: Incorporation of agenda setting into IAD 
 
 
Figure 4: Terminological overlap between IAD and multiple streams frameworks 
 
Combining theories of policy process with those of institutional analysis supports 
efforts to understand policy change dynamics. However, this paper does not address all 
opportunities for the IAD framework to integrate concepts from the policy development 
literature, as the framework is potentially relevant to other stages of the policy cycle. The 
IAD can be useful for understanding policy formulation, implementation, and evaluation. 
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The methodology of literature synthesis used for this comparative exercise provides a 




Polycentric governance structures often form around a specific issue (or Kingdonian 
problem stream) as concerned actors collaborate within a set of institutions and agreed 
precepts to achieve a policy solution. Environmental degradation is often addressed in this 
manner and can serve as a structural anchor in a polycentric environment. To illustrate the 
importance of integrating agenda setting and polycentricity, this comparative case study 
focuses on the success of agenda setting efforts for environmental management policy 
reform. One case demonstrates a collaborative and functional polycentric governance 
structure, while the other demonstrates an authoritative and ineffectual one. Contrasting 
cases have been selected to most thoroughly exhibit the versatility of each analytical 
approach – and that of a combined framework – in measuring institutional characteristics 
and policy process dynamics within a variety of governance arrangements, orderly and 
otherwise. The theoretical contribution of this study is an exhibition of the explanatory 
power of two frameworks individually and in combination. The specifics of both cases are 
analyzed through each framework (see Appendix), generating new theoretical space where 
unexploited complementarities can enrich institutional analysis. 
The San Francisco Bay Area has a history of grassroots environmental activism that 
has generated a network of formal and informal bodies monitoring conditions and 
advocating for policy change in a serviceable polycentric system. In Rayong Province, 
Thailand, largely unregulated pollution from Map Ta Phut Industrial Estate (MTP) has been 
linked to public health deterioration, despite the efforts of grassroots activists to raise policy 
awareness; the hierarchical and fragmented environmental management regime is largely 
driven at high political and commercial levels without significant citizen representation.  
The multiple streams approach is applicable to liberal democracies where interest 
groups and mobilized stakeholders impact the policy process (Araral & Amri, 2013). To 
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minimize confounding factors, this study selects cases that have similar political systems 
(democracy, albeit with varying degrees of openness). Both cases also exhibit multi-layered 
governance that includes a mix of local, state-provincial, and federal jurisdictions, along 
with special-purpose regulatory zones for environmental conservation. To compare agenda 
setting dynamics, the cases focus on the flow of an environmental agenda item through the 
institutional milieu and action arenas of a polycentric governance structure. Despite some 
differences in scale and cultural context, these cases share characteristics that allow this 
study to isolate structural explanations for differing agenda setting outcomes.   
In examining both analytical approaches, this case focuses on how each treats 
agenda setting strategies as a product of actor characteristics, and how agenda-driven policy 
change is linked to governance structure. Applying the collective choice dimension of E. 
Ostrom’s IAD framework allows the case to focus on agenda setting at the grassroots level. 
Characteristics of actors include interests, resources, access to information, 
institutionalization of interactions, and degree of control within a particular governance 
situation. The case outlines an institutional context (verstehen) sufficient to enable a 
comparable interpretation of actor behavior and agenda dynamics. This case also politically 
and socially contextualizes the polycentric structure, and explains how such structure 
impacts the processes and outcomes of agenda setting efforts.    
This case-based comparison of analytical approaches borrows methodologically 
from Allison’s (1969) examination of government decisionmaking dynamics during the 
Cuban missile crisis. In his study, Allison examines three robust but imperfectly 
explanatory models whose combination enables a deeper understanding of policy dynamics 
than would any individual model. Comparing the IAD and multiple streams approaches 
produces similar results, with one capturing what the other overlooks. This case study 
proceeds from a logic of inference (King, Keohane, & Verba, 1994), aiming for the 
analytical robustness – if not empirical certitude – of a quantitative study. Case studies are 
often selected on the dependent variable and this can compromise their validity. In both 
cases of this study, agenda setting emerges within a polycentric structure, albeit with 
differing impacts on policy outcomes. Cases in which grassroots agendas failed to 
materialize within polycentric structures are not examined. The goal of this case is to 
19 
 
illustrate how agenda setting can complement polycentricity in describing a specific stage 
of the policy cycle; it does not endeavor to make empirically provable claims about the 
superiority of a particular governance model. 
San Francisco 
In San Francisco a functional polycentric system appears suited to accommodate 
grassroots-level agenda setting efforts. The metropolitan region encompasses more than 
100 individual municipalities, in addition to overlapping governance units such as service 
and regulatory districts. The area has long balanced population growth with geographical 
constraints. The resulting environmental concerns include pollution (exacerbated by a 
mountain-rimmed landscape that traps it), degradation and loss of ecologically sensitive 
wetland areas around the shores of the bay, and development of open spaces (including 
Redwood forests and riparian environments). At the formal level, constellation of 
regulatory bodies governs activities having environmental impacts. The Air Quality 
Management District, San Francisco Bay Conservation and Development Commission, and 
Association of Bay Area Governments (ABAG) are examples of such cross-jurisdictional 
governance structures. Concurrently, informal advocacy groups have formed to address 
specific issues. 
Environmental regulation in San Francisco is a story of path dependence. The 
historically activist citizenry mobilized over environmental concerns before pollution was 
systematically regulated by local and state government. An example is the Greenbelt 
Alliance, which since 1958 has advocated for constrained urban sprawl and “smart 
growth.” Founded as Citizens for Regional Recreation and Parks (CRRP), Greenbelt 
Alliance originally opposed plans to in-fill San Francisco Bay. Through activism, 
grassroots organizing, and policy research, CRRP and Greenbelt Alliance have played a 
role in halting numerous environmentally sensitive projects.  
Over time, the agendas of Greenbelt Alliance and other NGOs received more public 
and policy attention, and were eventually institutionalized at the regional and state levels. 
Environmental advocacy initiatives helped to create policy urgency that led to the 
emergence of cross-jurisdictional governance structures addressing issues such as coastal 
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preservation, air pollution, and water conservation. These institutional milestones are in 
part a product of ground-up agenda setting, in which a citizenry empowered by democratic 
structures advocates for a specific cause.  
The IAD framework (Appendix Figure 6) captures the complexity of San 
Francisco’s highly democratic environment. It accounts for the priorities of NGOs, power 
dynamics at the local and state government levels, and institutional parameters that define 
governance structures. The multiple streams approach (Appendix Figure 7) introduces a 
dynamic dimension related to the early stage of the policy cycle, including the channels of 
expression used to develop agenda awareness and avenues for legal action available to 
NGOs. This is especially pertinent for a case focusing on the means by which policy 
systems and governance structures (e.g. ABAG) accommodated emerging agendas, and 
how an agenda setting locus residing at the grassroots level produced legislative action at 
the regional and state levels.  
Like Allison’s (1969) international relations crisis example, this case illustrates the 
benefit of a blended analytical approach. First, the combination of frameworks enhances 
understanding about how agenda setters (e.g. NGOs opposing bay in-fill) attracted policy 
attention by monitoring environmental conditions and influencing the policy mood among 
state legislators having a high degree of control and power (IAD’s “players”). These efforts 
produced step-changes in policy that were gradually adopted across a jurisdictionally 
fragmented region, from the local to the state levels. Second, combining these approaches 
provides more clarity about how “floating ideas” of environmental policy reform found a 
Kingdonian policy window through the convergence of streams relating to environmental 
degradation. The natural environment was originally under threat from urban growth and 
regulatory leniency (problem stream), and researchers and policy communities made a 
scientific case to implement bay conservation and pollution control measures (policy 
stream). Politicians and administrative officials (politics stream) reacted within the 
constitutional action arena (IAD) to the influence of the grassroots effort, advancing policy 
change. Finally, the blended approach better illustrates how agenda setting is managed 
within a political context where democratic institutions enable local and state governments 
to more responsively implement the will of the citizenry, as expressed by advocacy groups. 
21 
 
In this case, an unobstructed channel for upwards agenda flow was maintained by 
institutional structure, leading to a substantive policy solution with origins outside the 
formal governance sphere. 
Rayong Province, Thailand 
Historically dependent on agriculture and tourism, Rayong Province, Thailand, has 
been designated a growth node in the industrial development region that extends from 
Bangkok through the eastern seaboard. Government investment in infrastructure – ports, 
roads, and utility capacity – has supported industrial development. The discovery of oil in 
the Gulf of Thailand in the early 1980s prompted the government to build the country’s 
largest petrochemical industrial estate (the world’s 8th largest) in Rayong Province. Opened 
in 1989, Map Ta Phut Industrial Estate (MTP) has tripled its planned size, and has been 
criticized for visiting negative impacts on the health of local citizens and the proximate 
natural environment.  
MTP is situated in a multi-layered political environment, with overlapping 
jurisdictions constituting central, regional, and local bodies. National economic policy, 
developed and implemented by the central government, plays a significant role in 
determining the purpose, placement, and size of industrial development in localities 
throughout Thailand. The Industrial Estate Authority of Thailand (IEAT) plans, builds, and 
manages a majority of the country’s industrial estates. Local governments must provide 
much of the infrastructure that supports these developments, and must also address related 
social impacts including worker migration and public health. 
There is a continuing debate about the human health impacts of pollution from 
MTP. Some grassroots advocacy groups insist that health has deteriorated with the 
development and growth of MTP, while the government and resident industrial firms insist 
that proper pollution controls are in place. In response, advocacy groups have proactively 
defined a public health and environmental agenda, mobilizing affected citizens, staging 
protest rallies, petitioning the government, and filing lawsuits. One example is the Eastern 
People’s Action Network, which successfully sued the central government, leading to the 
temporary suspension of construction on over 70 industrial estates (The Nation, 2012). 
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Nevertheless, construction resumed the following year and subsequent efforts were unable 
to generate equivalently substantial policy responses. This case illustrates that institutional 
constraints can be a glass ceiling for grassroots-initiated policy agendas. A dysfunctional 
polycentric structure – one that does not enable all actors – has failed to escort the 
environmental agenda from conception to sustained policy implementation, and this has 
resulted in measurable public health and environmental outcomes due in part to regulatory 
inaction.  
The complexity of the governance structure in the MTP case, including community 
characteristics and players at the collective action and constitutional levels, is measured by 
the IAD framework (Appendix Figure 8). In turn, the multiple streams approach (Appendix 
Figure 9) describes the dynamic aspects of the case, including the process by which 
advocates and officials interact within the institutional confines of Thailand’s federal 
political system, and the outcome of complementary efforts among knowledge specialists 
researching the health and environmental impacts of industrial activity. 
Combining both approaches enables a better understanding of the defining aspect of 
the MTP case: the arrested progress of a grassroots environmental agenda. First, the 
blended approach enhances understanding about how agenda setters (environment and 
health advocacy groups) attempt to elicit public and policy attention within an action arena 
having imbalanced power (central government control) and conflicting preferences and 
values (national economic benefit versus localized costs). This hybrid analysis reflects both 
the dynamic (policy cycle) and static (institutional structure) aspects of the case, whose 
interplay is instrumental in understanding how the agenda setting process stalled. Second, 
the blended approach illustrates how “floating ideas” in environmental policy reform, once 
championed by only a modestly sized community of activists, exploited a policy window 
by leveraging a focusing event. In this case, a widely publicized chemical plant explosion 
in 2012 generated broad enough concern to enable the environmental policy agenda to 
momentarily transcend the barriers of a hierarchic institutional structure. This led to a brief 
development moratorium, a significant if fleeting victory for environmental policy 
advocates. The blended approach as applied here may be relevant to other cases where 
agenda setting occurs within an authoritarian political context characterized by a 
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hegemonic central government, subordinate local governments, and NGOs hindered by 
limited information and agency. 
Conclusion 
This paper has aimed to demonstrate that the polycentricity literature can benefit 
from closer integration of agenda setting, potentially enriching explanations about how 
actors advance agendas within the kinds of polycentric and multi-layered political 
environments that are increasingly common. The polycentricity literature has focused on 
how actors self-organize around emergent issues, but the addition of agenda setting can 
help explain how new policy initiatives fare both in existing polycentric structures and in 
those that emerge in response to such initiatives.  
To identify further research opportunities, this paper concludes with an examination 
of its own theoretical and methodological limitations. The first theoretical limitation is that 
there are many conceptual overlaps between agenda setting and polycentricity; this review, 
however, has identified only a few incongruities. It is at these conceptual margins that both 
approaches can be refined. Second, the two analytical approaches may not answer the same 
question, and therefore it may be inappropriate to compare them. The IAD framework is 
often used as a diagnostic tool to describe institutional structures and the nature of 
interactions therein. The multiple streams approach describes how circumstances converge 
to give political and public audience to a specific problem, advancing an agenda through 
the policy cycle. While direct comparison is difficult, the proposal to integrate the two 
shows theoretical promise and establishes a basis for continuing research. 
This paper’s methodological limitations also identify opportunities for further 
inquiry. First, with three literature reviews the scope of each is limited, focusing only on 
foundational works. Not every corner of the literature is explored, although the scope of the 
review adequately serves the needs of the synthesis and case study. Second, keyword 
searches have been the most common method for testing the presence of concepts from one 
literature in the other. Indirect references have been sought by using conceptually related 
keywords such as “policy development” for “policy cycle” and “multi-layered” for 
“polycentric.” However, all cases of implicit conceptual integration may not have been 
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captured in this review, and substitute terms may not be sufficiently representative. Third, 
the cases are not perfectly comparable. Although they share characteristics that benefit 
from analysis by both analytical approaches – such as their polycentric environments and 
grassroots activism – they differ in social, cultural, and economic contexts. Further research 
should identify the benefits of using a most-similar (same context with differing outcomes) 
or most-different (differing context with similar outcomes) case selection logic for this 
particular issue. Finally, the cases do not constitute a comprehensive or “thick” analysis, 
but a focused look at factors specifically related to the theoretical content of this paper. The 
primary objective is to illustrate how both analytical approaches can be compared. This 
may have been done as effectively with only one case, although a second gives more 
support to the paper’s proposition by testing the theoretical synthesis in a contrasting 
environment.  
Despite these limitations, this paper expects to move scholarly discussions towards 
a conceptual alignment generating theoretical progress. Several opportunities exist. First, 
additional studies can more deeply probe the literatures examined here. Specifically, a more 
complete body of empirical research using both approaches may produce common 
observations and conclusions supporting conceptual integration. Second, future research 
can compare other models and frameworks addressing polycentricity and agenda setting 
(e.g. the advocacy coalition framework). The complementarities and divergences thereof 
can be compared to those identified here. Third, development of this conceptual integration 
may benefit from more comprehensive individual case studies, with a closer analysis of the 
power dynamics behind the agenda setting process and the role of individuals, including 
policy entrepreneurs (Seifert, 2012). Fourth, further research can search for the presence of 
other policy development stages in the polycentricity literature. This may lead to a general 
theoretical proposal that integrates the entire policy cycle into the IAD framework, 
underscoring the relevance of policy literature to New Institutional Economics. Finally, 
theoretical progress may result from exploring the presence of agenda setting and policy 
stages in other fields’ interpretation of polycentricity (e.g. urban planning’s morphological 
polycentricity and political science’s functional polycentricity). This may lead to a broader 
application of policy development theories in the social sciences.  
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Finally, this paper is situated within a larger research agenda that seeks to refine 
notions of polycentricity and explore models of governance for complex societies (Araral & 
Hartley, 2013). By creating research frontiers within the dimensions of development 
thought outlined by Meier (2001) – specifically in policy reform and public administration 
– this agenda addresses evolving imperatives that have theoretical and practical 
implications for polycentric and multi-level governance (Figure 5). Such imperatives 
include management of climate change, financial crises, and terrorism. The application of 
agenda setting to polycentricity is a step towards developing more innovative governance 
models to address these and similar challenges.  
Figure 5: Evolution of development thought, from Meier 2001 (Araral and Hartley 2013) 
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Figure 6: IAD framework analysis of San Francisco case 
Action Arena/Situation 
 
Players  Local and state government 
 NGOs 
 Citizens 
Degree of control/power  Citizen “soft power” through institutions 




NGOs funded to conduct research 
Preferences/values  NGOs and citizens advocating for environmental 
preservation 
 Local government originally favouring economic 
growth and development 
Resources NGO resources grew over time 
Decision making processes Highly democratic systems in California incorporated 
citizen/NGO interests over time 
Information availability Fairly open information, through disclosure acts and 
independent research 
Positions  NGOs had consistent position protecting the 
environment 
 Government, being a reflection of citizen interest, 
gradually favoured environmental protection 
Strategic actions associated 
with positions 
NGOs exercised advocacy campaigns within the institutional 
parameters of California’s democratic structures 
Outcome possibilities NGOs advocated positions by presenting alternative vision of 
the impacts of growth 
 
Factors Defining the Action Arena 
 
Institutions/rules Highly democratic system 
Characteristics of 
community 
Citizens and NGOs are educated, motivated, and willing to be 
involved 
Attributes of the physical 
environment 
A shared sense of “place” by rallying around the bay 
Levels of Analysis 
 
Collective choice The will of citizens and NGOs gradually became reflected in 




Figure 7: Multiple Streams analysis of San Francisco case 
Problem 
 
Values Urban and economic growth vs. environmental preservation 
Comparison Competing visions of SF Bay development 
Categories Categorized originally by state as a necessity for growth, and by NGOs 
as an environmental imperative 
Capture of 
attention 
NGOs ran a campaign of public awareness about government plans for 
the Bay and their potential impacts 
Indicators 
(monitoring) 










Environmental agenda awaited a policy window 
Politics 
 
Exclusive actors Local and state government proposed visions of growth, but 




Democratic institutions engendered a state-civil society dialectic that 
eventually reformed SF’s growth vision 
Interpretation of 
problems 
NGOs battled to keep their vision relevant in the overall policy debate 
Influence from 
national mood 






Early government visions were antithetical to those of environmental 








Figure 8: IAD framework analysis of Thailand case 
Action Arena/Situation 
 
Players  Central government 
 IEAT 






 Policymaking highly centralized, giving central government 
and IEAT power over growth strategy 
 Local government is a policy “taker” from the central level 
 NGOs and citizens are largely marginalized 
Preferences/values  NGOs and citizens advocating for environment, public health 
 Central government favouring economic growth  
Resources NGO and citizen resources highly constrained 
Information 
availability 
 Most information held centrally or within companies 
 Debate about the environmental and health impacts of growth, 
with conflicting studies 
Positions  Government: industrial development is necessary 
 NGOs, citizens, and local government: growth must be 
managed to control impacts 
Strategic actions  Central-local power imbalance 
 Central government has the power to expand MTP and has 
ultimately won most legal challenges 
 NGOs and citizens stage protests and file lawsuits 
Outcome 
possibilities 
 Nearly zero-sum; the more industrial growth, the worse the 
environmental and health impacts 
 Possibility to balance both, but this would call for costly 
pollution management processes that would damage MTP’s 
competitiveness in attracting firms 
Factors Defining the Action Arena 
 
Institutions/rules Central government hegemony 
Characteristics of 
community 
Diverse but under-empowered 
Attributes of the 
physical 
environment 
Environmentally sensitive to industrial growth 
Levels of Analysis 
 
Operational MTP continues to growth, nationalizing economic benefit but 
localizing environmental and health problems 
Collective choice  No institutional architecture to advance the collective agenda 
 Democratic institutions exist but are not capable of 
accommodating the minority interest 
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Figure 9: Multiple Streams analysis of Thailand case 
Problem 
 
Values Economic growth vs. environmental preservation and public health 
Comparison  Largely defined in the media and by government as net-benefit 
development 
 Some see the trade-off as a false choice 
Categories The issue is largely categorized as an economic one by the government and a 
health/safety one by the public; a mismatch 
Capture of 
attention 
NGOs seek to raise awareness about the problems, while the central 
government publishes its efforts to mitigate them 
Indicators 
(monitoring) 
 Some claim the government does not adequately monitor the impacts 
of pollution 
 The debate would be controlled by the party claiming to have the 










 Western researchers often do studies, but little comes of them in the 
policy arena, according to locals 
 Government-sponsored health experts do not raise significant alarm 









Government and businesses propose to make information transparent and 
involve citizens in discussions, but citizens insist there are few results 
Interpretation 
of problems 




 Concern is largely local, although other estates around the country 
also have similar challenges 
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